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1. Introduction
	 In	recent	years,	 I	have	been	surprised	at	 the	number	of	university	students	who	pronounce	
English	with	heavy	katakana	 pronunciation	 (c.f.,	Katayama,	2010)	when	 required	 to	make	brief	
presentations	in	class.	In	the	most	severe	cases,	the	students’	presentations	sound	more	like	Japanese	
than	English,	despite	the	use	of	English	words	due	largely	to	the	transfer	of	L1	suprasegmental	patterns	
(i.e.,	stress,	length,	tone	and	intonation).	They	tend	to	pronounce	each	word	separately	with	[High	Low]—]
Low	High]	Japanese	pitch-accent	instead	of	in	word	units	with	English	stress-timed	rhythm	(Katayama,	
2010).	Recently,	English	pedagogy	in	Japanese	secondary	schools	has	focused	on	communicative	skills	
rather	than	strict	grammatical	accuracy,	yet	the	teaching	of	pronunciation	has	received	insufficient	focus	
(Uchida	&	Sugimoto,	2018;	Katayama,	2010;	Yuzawa,	2007,	Ueno,	1998).	As	Katayama	(2010)	laments,	it	
seems	that	teachers	have	forgotten	that	pronunciation,	especially	the	suprasegmental	or	prosodic	features	
of	English,	are	key	to	the	production	of	intelligible	oral	communication.		
	 Ideally,	 there	should	be	a	 full	one-	to	two-semester	 first	year	university	class	devoted	to	the	
teaching	of	English	pronunciation	that	would	intensively	cover	all	of	the	problematic	sounds	for	Japanese	
speakers	of	English	and	give	them	ample	opportunity	to	practice	(c.f.,	Grate,	1974;	Sell	&	Cosgrave,	1975),	
starting	with	perception	training,	understanding	of	tongue	position,	jaw	and	mouth	movement	and	shape,	
and	minimal	pair	practice	(Yuzawa,	2007),	then	preceding	to	the	study	and	practice	of	suprasegmental	
patterns	 in	connected	speech.	Such	a	course	should	employ	the	use	of	 technology	such	as	 the	BBC	
interactive	phonemic	chart	(British	Council,	2009)	and	a	self-analytical	approach,	such	as	Nagasawa’s	
(1994)	which	requires	students	to	use	mirrors	both	at	class	and	at	home	to	check	mouth-shapes,	a	tape	
recorder	at	home	to	record	and	compare	their	own	pronunciation	to	that	of	a	native	model	as	well	as	
a	practice	diary.	In	class,	 the	students	pronounce	the	target	material	 for	the	teacher’s	evaluation.	If	
their	performance	is	acceptable,	they	can	move	on	to	the	next	assignment,	if	not,	they	must	repeat	the	
assignment	again.
	 However,	 given	 the	 current	 curriculum	and	 time	 constraints,	 such	 a	 robust	 university	
pronunciation	 course	 is	not	 feasible.	 Instead,	 the	author	has	 chosen	 to	address	 two	of	 the	most	
problematic	areas	of	pronunciation:	segmental	vowel	phonemes	and	voice	 inflection.	The	goal	 is	not	
perfect	pronunciation,	but	 intelligible	pronunciation.	Although	he	has	applied	this	approach	 in	both	
Presentation	Skills	and	English	Communication	I	and	II,	 the	 focus	 in	this	paper	will	be	 limited	to	
English	Communication	I	and	II,	which	is	a	reading	class.	In	the	spring	semester	of	this	class,	students	
read	short	stories	 from	the	SRA	Reading	Laboratory	(McGraw-Hill	Education,	2015),	and	in	the	fall	
semester	 they	read	graded	extended	reading	books.	 In	both	semesters,	students	receive	training	 in	
pronouncing	segmental	vowel	phonemes,	and	voice	inflection	(Harrington	&	LeBeau,	1996),	and	then	are	
asked	to	apply	what	they	have	learned	in	three	class	presentations.
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2. Segmental Pronunciation Training: American English Vowels 
	 The	intelligible	pronunciation	of	English	vowel	sounds	 is	probably	the	most	difficult	area	for	
Japanese	and	many	other	speakers	of	English	to	learn.	One	reason	is	that	Japanese	has	only	five	vowel	
phonemes.	Chinese,	most	Romance	languages	and	Tagalog	have	only	five	to	eight	vowels	(Celce-Murcia,	
Brinton	&	Goodwin,	2010).	In	sharp	contrast,	English	has	at	least	five	times	as	many	vowels	as	Japanese.	
Yuzawa	(2007)	states	BBC	English	(formerly	received	pronunciation)	has	20	vowels.	North	American	
English	has	15	stressed	vowels,	six	relaxed	vowels	and	three	dipthongs	 (Celce-Murcia,	et	al.,	2010).	
Vowels	are	also	the	core	part	of	English	syllables.	They	are	the	part	of	English	words	which	receive	the	
speaker’s	stress,	and	which	communicate	the	speaker’s	feeling	and	emotion.	English	vowels,	especially	
long	vowels,	have	more	dynamic	mouth	and	tongue	movements	than	Japanese	vowels,	and	one	vowel	may	
contain	two	distinctively	different	sounds.	For	example,	the	ei	long	vowel	sound,	as	in	“bait”,	contains	the	
sound	of	the	letter	“a”	and	the	letter	“e”.	All	of	these	differences	make	the	pronunciation	of	vowels	very	
difficult	for	Japanese	speakers	of	English.	Yet,	reasonably	accurate	vowel	pronunciation	is	essential	for	
producing	comprehensible	English.
	 For	vowel	pronunciation	training,	I	have	adopted	Sell	and	Cosgrave’s	(1975)	V-chart	for	American	
English	vowel	sounds	 (See	Appendix	1).	 In	 this	chart,	 there	are	 twelve	vowel	phonemes	and	three	
dipthongs,	the	combination	of	two	vowel	phonemes.	This	chart	makes	it	easy	for	students	to	visualize	
the	position	and	movement	of	the	tongue	and	jaw,	and	the	shape	of	the	mouth.	The	vowel	at	the	top	left	
corner	of	the	chart	(i:)	is	pronounced	with	the	tongue	high	and	in	the	front	of	the	mouth,	and	the	mouth	is	
only	open	slightly	in	the	shape	of	a	smile.	As	one	progresses	down	the	left	side	of	the	V-chart,	the	tongue	
gradually	moves	lower	and	towards	the	middle	of	the	mouth.	At	the	bottom	of	the	chart	is	the	vowel	a:	
as	in	hot.	Here	the	tongue	is	at	the	bottom,	mid-part	of	the	mouth,	the	jaw	is	pulled	low,	and	the	mouth	
is	opened	wider	than	for	any	other	vowel	phoneme.	As	one	progresses	upwards,	along	the	right	side	of	
the	chart,	the	tongue	moves	progressively	further	back	and	upwards	in	the	mouth,	and	the	lips	become	
progressively	more	rounded.	The	u:	phoneme,	as	in	boot,	at	the	top	left	corner	is	pronounced	with	the	
tongue	high	and	far	back	in	the	mouth.	The	lips	are	rounded	tightly.	When	the	vowel	sound	for	“but”	
is	pronounced,	the	tongue	is	in	the	middle	of	the	mouth.	The	mouth	is	opened	mid-wide,	and	the	jaw	is	
relaxed.	The	er	sound,	as	in	bird,	is	treated	as	a	vowel	since	it	shares	all	the	major	vowel	features.	The	
tongue	is	 in	the	high	middle	part	of	the	mouth,	the	lips	are	slightly	rounded	and	the	tongue	does	not	
touch	any	part	of	the	mouth.
	 As	explained	in	the	V-chart,	seven	of	the	twelve	vowels	are	long	vowels	and	the	other	five	are	
short.	In	the	phonetic	script	used	in	the	chart,	long	vowels	consist	of	two	symbols	and	short	vowels	consist	
of	one.	In	class,	the	long	vowel	sounds	are	pronounced	with	exaggerated	length	and	volume	as	if	in	slow	
motion	to	dramatize	the	phonetic	character	of	English	vowels.	Nagasawa	(1994)	suggests	pronouncing	
English	phonemes	three	times	as	long	and	strong	as	normal.	This	often	amuses	students	turning	what	
could	be	a	tedious	exercise	into	an	entertaining	one,	and	giving	students	more	time	to	note	the	location	
and	movement	of	the	tongue,	the	lips	and	jaw.	The	long	vowel	sounds	can	then	be	contrasted	with	the	
neighboring	short	vowel	sounds,	for	example	i:	and	i,	ei	and	e	and	so	on.	The	vowels	and	diphthongs	are	
pronounced	both	 in	 isolation	and	between	consonants,	such	as	“b”	and	“d”,	 to	 form	common	familiar	
words.	
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3. Suprasegmental Pronunciation Training: Voice Inflection 
	 Vowel	pronunciation	training	is	then	followed	with	voice	 inflection	training,	a	 limited	type	of	
suprasegmental	pronunciation	training	following	Harrington	and	LeBeau	(1996).	Three	voice	inflection	
features	are	taught	and	practiced:	stressing,	stretching	and	pausing.	Students	 listen	to	and	repeat	a	
simple	sentence	like	“I’ve	got	a	big	dog”	with	emphasis	on	the	bigness	of	the	dog,	and	not	the	fact	the	
owner	has	a	dog.	In	Harrington	and	LeBeau,	this	sentence	is	illustrated	with	three	different	dog	owners	
accompanied	with	progressively	bigger	dogs.	First,	 for	stress	practice,	 it	 is	pointed	out	that	primary	
sentence	stress	comes	precisely	on	the	short	vowel	sound	of	 i	 in	big.	Optionally,	the	blended	speech	of	
“got	a,”	as	in	godda,	can	also	be	taught	here	to	show	that	weakly	stressed	words	are	spoken	more	much	
more	quickly	than	stressed	words,	and	highlight	the	stress-timed	rhythm	of	English.	Second,	the	notion	
of	stretching	(i.e.,	stress-timed)	is	taught.	The	same	sentence	is	pronounced	with	greater	emphasis	by	
stretching	the	 i	vowel	sound	in	big,	as	in	“No,	I’ve	got	a	b-i-i-i-g	dog.”	Finally,	students	are	then	taught	
that	pauses	placed	before	words	and	phrases	that	one	wishes	to	stress	are	used	to	emphasis	the	relative	
importance	of	 the	word	which	 is	stressed	 (and	stretched).	With	slash	marks	 indicating	a	pause,	 the	
sentence	can	then	be	pronounced	as	such,	“No	//	I’ve	/	got	a	B-I-I-I-I-G	dog!”	
	 Students	are	then	taught	that	certain	words,	such	as	numbers,	action	verbs,	descriptive	words,	
comparison	words	and	negative	words	tend	to	receive	sentence	stress	in	English.	They	repeat	a	small	
number	of	sentences	after	the	instructor,	and	then	practice	them	in	pairs	or	small	groups	before	being	
asked	to	perform	for	the	class.	Since	pronouncing	English	sentences	with	native-like	time-stress	will	
seem	unnatural	and	even	uncomfortable	to	many,	a	sense	of	exaggerated	playfulness	 is	encouraged.	
Through	such	practice	it	is	hoped	that	students	will	begin	to	firmly	grasp	the	fact	that	English	words	are	
stress-timed;	whereas,	Japanese	words	are	syllable-stressed	(Uchida	&	Sugimoto,	2018).	 	Alternatively,	
Katayama	(2010)	says	English	words	have	intensity-stress	as	opposed	to	Japanese	pitch-stress.	Connected	
English,	moreover,	has	stress-timed	rhythm,	in	which	content	words	receive	strong	stress	and	function	
words	receive	weak	stress	or	are	blended	with	the	surrounding	content	words	(Uchida	&	Sugimoto,	2018;	
Nagasawa,	1994).	
	 Although	the	rules	 for	sentence	stress	can	be	complex,	simple	voice	 inflection	exercises	can	
highlight	important	prosodic	features	of	spoken	English,	providing	a	foundation	for	practice	with	more	
extended	short	stories	and	texts.	
4. Oral Readings
	 The	next	step	 is	to	train	students	to	apply	what	they	have	 learned	to	short	stories	and	book	
excerpts.	This	not	only	suits	a	reading	class	well,	but	is	important	because	researchers	find	that	even	
when	students	are	able	to	“perfectly”	pronounce	words	in	segmental	pronunciation	tasks,	they	are	unable	
to	pronounce	the	same	words	well	 in	suprasegmental	tasks	of	sentence	or	paragraph	length	(Kumar,	
2015).	Therefore,	both	segmental	and	suprasegmental	practice	seems	to	be	necessary	(Ueno,	1998).	
	 In	the	spring	semester,	a	short	story	is	selected	from	the	SRA	Reading	Laboratory,	and	in	the	fall	
semester,	a	short	passage	is	excerpted	from	Hannah and the Hurricane	(See	Appendix	2),	which	the	whole	class	
has	read.	Since	the	basic	procedure	is	the	same,	only	the	fall	semester	oral	reading	task	will	be	explained	
here.	In	the	excerpted	text,	word	stress	is	indicated	with	stress	marks	(	′	),	stretching	is	indicated	by	double	
underlines	(sixteen),	short	pauses	are	indicated	by	single	slashes	(	/	)	and	longer	pauses	are	by	double	slashes	(	//	).	
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	 First,	the	voice	inflection	marking	is	explained	to	the	students,	and	they	are	asked	to	repeat	after	
the	teacher.	The	teacher	highlights	the	intonational	phrase	(Yuzawa,	2007),	and	sentence	stress,	and	the	
characteristic	stretching	of	the	vowels	so	that	students	can	hear	how	English	vowel	sounds	are	inflected.	
The	dramatic	effect	of	pauses	 is	also	demonstrated	both	to	show	how	pauses	are	used	 in	English	to	
highlight	the	most	important	information,	and	to	help	students	to	pace	themselves	as	well	as	to	provide	
them	with	relatively	easy	and	natural	places	to	make	eye	contact	with	their	audience.	Shadowing	is	also	
employed	to	help	students	get	a	better	feel	for	what	for	most	students	is	still	the	very	foreign,	perhaps	
uncomfortable,	stress-timed	rhythm	(Nagasawa,	1994)	of	English.
	 Next,	 students	are	placed	 in	pairs	 (or	small	groups)	 to	prepare	 for	 their	oral	presentation.	
The	teacher	can	circulate	and	help	as	necessary	by	modeling	pronunciation,	stress,	stretching	and	
pauses.	When	students	do	not	know	the	pronunciation	of	a	word,	they	are	also	encouraged	to	check	the	
pronunciation	and	stress	pattern	by	looking	the	word	up	on	their	smart	phone	or	electronic	dictionaries.	
By	doing	so,	 they	can	visually	note	which	syllables	receive	primary	and	secondary	stress	and	click	
the	audio	button	to	hear	standard	American	or	British	pronunciations	of	 the	words.	As	Uchida	and	
Sugjiyama	point	out,	although	dictionaries	are	an	excellent	classroom	tool	for	teaching	pronunciation	and	
word	stress,	it	is	a	tool	that	is	seldom	used	by	junior	high	school	Japanese	teachers	of	English	(2018).		
	 After	rehearsing	in	pairs,	pairs	of	students	come	to	the	front	of	the	class	to	read	the	Hannah	and	
the	Hurricane	excerpt	aloud	for	assessment	(See	Appendix	3).	One	student	reads	part	A	and	the	other	
reads	part	B.	Students	do	the	oral	reading	in	pairs	and	are	allowed	to	sit	in	order	to	reduce	performance	
anxiety.	Students’	performances	are	assessed	on	mainly	three	features	of	their	pronunciation:	 (a)	the	
quality	and	clarity	of	the	loudness	and	pitch	of	word	stress,	(b)	the	stretching	and	length	of	each	stress,	
and	(c)	the	use	of	pauses,	as	well	as	their	overall	rhythm	and	fluency.	For	the	oral	reading,	eye	contact	
is	encouraged,	but	not	assessed.	Good	posture	is,	however,	taught	and	forms	a	part	of	the	assessment	
along	with	evidence	of	overall	effort.	Ten	points	is	maximum,	and	students	are	generally	assessed	quite	
easily	and	given	plenty	of	positive	feedback.	The	goal	is	to	create	a	relaxed,	fun	atmosphere	for	them	to	
experiment	with	developing	a	degree	of	comfort	with	the	stress-timed	rhythm	of	English.	In	line	with	this	
goal,	some	playful	exaggeration	of	the	greater	length,	loudness	and	pitch	of	English	stress	is	encouraged.	
5. Book Sharing Reports
	 Since	the	spring	semester	“story	sharing”	reports	and	the	book	sharing	reports	follow	the	same	
basic	procedure,	only	the	book	reports	will	be	described	in	this	article.	For	each	extended	book	that	the	
students	read,	they	are	required	to	write	a	short	report	of	30	to	60	words	in	their	reading	journal.	From	
their	journal	students	choose	one	book,	and	write	a	longer	report	about	the	book	to	share	with	the	class.	
In	the	past,	students	were	asked	to	do	oral	reports	on	two	books	that	they	had	read.	But	since	the	author	
has	begun	to	stress	the	teaching	of	pronunciation,	students	are	asked	to	do	reports	on	just	one	book	in	
two	phases,	referred	to	hereafter	as	Book	Sharing	I	and	II.	For	Book	Sharing	I,	students	summarize	the	
book	they	have	read	both	in	English	and	in	Japanese.	They	then	select	a	favorite	prose	or	dialog	passage	
and	copy	it	before	explaining	why	they	like	the	passage	they	have	chosen	in	some	detail	in	both	English	
and	Japanese.	By	having	the	students	write	in	Japanese	and	in	English,	it	is	possible	for	the	instructor	to	
correct	their	English	without	meeting	individually	with	students	to	clarify	the	intended	meaning	of	their	
English.	
153
	 First	in	Book	Sharing	I,	the	instructor	only	makes	minimal	English	corrections	usually	in	class,	
and	students	are	asked	to	apply	their	knowledge	of	English	voice	inflection	and	mark	the	English	parts	
of	their	book	sharing	for	stress,	stretching	and	pausing.	Once	they	have	done	this,	they	rehearse	for	their	
presentation	to	the	class	 individually	or	 in	pairs.	For	their	presentations,	they	are	allowed	to	sit	and	
read	their	report,	although	good	posture	and	eye	contact	at	pause	points	is	encouraged.	As	with	the	oral	
reading	presentation,	students	are	assessed	primarily	on	voice	inflection,	although	some	weight	is	given	
to	effort	to	make	eye	contact	and	to	maintain	a	good	posture	(See	Appendix	4).	After	their	presentations,	
students	turn	in	their	Book	Sharing	I	report	to	be	corrected.
	 For	Book	Sharing	II,	students	are	required	to	correct	and	revise	the	summaries	and	reactions	to	
their	favorite	book	passages,	which	usually	means	adding	some	more	detail	to	their	report.	In	addition,	
they	are	required	to	either	recommend	or	not	recommend	their	book	to	their	classmates.	Once	students	
have	revised	their	reports,	they	are	asked	to	mark	them	for	voice	inflection	and	given	time	to	rehearse	
individually	and/or	in	pairs	and	small	groups.	They	are	also	encouraged	to	ask	the	teacher	and	to	use	
their	dictionaries	to	check	the	pronunciation	and	word	stress	of	any	difficult	words.	Since	this	 is	the	
third	and	final	class	presentation,	it	is	generally	weighted	at	least	five	percent	more	than	the	other	two	
presentations.	As	with	the	other	two	presentations,	intelligible	pronunciation	and	voice	inflection	are	an	
important	part	of	the	instructor’s	assessment.	However,	this	time	students	are	also	required	to	stand	and	
to	maintain	good	posture	and	eye	contact.	To	keep	things	simple,	written	reports	and	oral	presentations	
are	assessed	separately.	
6. Conclusion
	 The	approach	to	teaching	pronunciation	described	here	seems	to	have	some	positive	effects	both	on	
students’	pronunciation	and	voice	inflection	as	well	as	on	their	confidence	in	making	English	presentations.	
Increasing	the	presentation	task	difficulty	level	gradually	and	allowing	students	to	make	two	presentations	
on	one	book	seems	to	both	reduce	performance	anxiety	levels	and	even	build	some	excitement	regarding	the	
final	report.	As	Nagasawa	(1994)	notes,	reading	aloud	practice	is	not	only	essential,	but	it	is	also	a	relatively	
easy	starting	point	for	learning	and	practicing	segmental	and	suprasegmental	pronunciation	in	English.	
	 The	challenge	going	forward	is	to	 increase	the	effectiveness	of	pronunciation	training	within	
the	constraints	of	once	a	week	90-minute	classes.	One	way	may	be	to	introduce	minimal	pair	training	
that	focuses	on	the	most	problematic	vowel	phonemes	for	Japanese	speakers	as	an	extension	of	the	vowel	
pronunciation	training	described	in	section	two.	This	could	be	followed	by	short	listening	discrimination	
exercises.	Then	some	of	the	same	phonemes	could	be	reviewed	using	contextualized	minimal	pairs;	that	
is,	shifting	from	segmental	to	suprasegmental	training.	If	time	permits,	the	teaching	of	a	small	number	
of	consonant	pairs,	such	as	those	that	Catford’s	research	(Celce-Murcia	et	al.,	2010;	Ueno,	1998)	indicate	
have	high	functional	load	could	be	added.	The	use	of	tongue	twisters	would	be	yet	another	way	to	improve	
students	training.	They	would	add	variety	and	enable	students	to	review	previously	targeted	phonemes	
while	working	on	improving	their	stress-timed	rhythm	at	the	sentence	level.	
	 Independent,	on-demand	pronunciation	should	also	be	considered.	Students	could	be	introduced	
to	the	British	Council’s	(2009;	Kumar,	2015)	downloadable	interactive	phonemic	chart	in	the	classroom,	
after	which	they	could	access	it	on	their	own	inside	or	outside	of	class	to	review	the	pronunciation	of	
various	phonemes	on	demand.	There	are	also	 free	online	videos	and	pronunciation	 lessons	available	
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for	students	that	could	be	similarly	used	inside	or	outside	of	the	classroom	(c.f.,	Speak	Method,	2010).	
Encouraging	and	training	students	in	the	use	of	both	electronic	and	smartphone	dictionaries	to	check	the	
pronunciation	and	word	stress	of	new	vocabulary	items	as	mentioned	before	is	one	of	the	easiest	and	most	
powerful	ways	to	foster	independent	learning.	
	 Finally,	the	use	of	before	and	after	recordings	of	students	reading	a	short	passage	could	not	only	
be	an	excellent	way	to	assess	students’	progress,	but	to	motivate	them	to	work	harder	to	improve	their	
pronunciation	skills	at	the	suprasegmental	 level	 (c.f.,	Nagasawa,	1994).	The	issue,	of	course,	 is	time.	
However,	this	might	be	overcome	by	students	using	the	voice	recording	features	on	their	smart	phones.		
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Appendix 2: Voice Infection Marked Pair Oral Reading
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Appendix 3: Voice Inflection Assessment Sheet
Speaker No.																													Name:																																																																																																								
Stress	(Loudness/High)			 1			2			3			+
Stretching	(Length	+	Stress) 1			2			3			+
Pausing	 1			2			3			+
Posture	/	Effort 1			2			3			+
1-4 = < 5  4 - 5 = 6  6-8 = 7  9 - 10 = 8  11 -12 = 9  12+ = 10
Appendix 4: Book Sharing I and II Assessment Sheet
Speaker No.																													Name:																																																																																																								
Stress	(Loudness/High)			 1			2			3			+
Stretching	(Length	+	Stress) 1			2			3			+
Pausing	 1			2			3			+
Posture	 1			2			3			+
Eye	Contact 1			2			3			+
Overall	Effort
1-4 = < 5  4 - 5 = 6  6-8 = 7  9 - 10 = 8  11 -12 = 9  12+ = 10
